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Abstract
The literature on international human resource management indicates a growing array of
different forms of international work experiences such as assigned and self-initiated
expatriation. However, the criteria for demarcation of these different forms and the term
‘migrant’ are often unclear which leads to an unfortunate lack of comparability of
research and a potential confusion for readers. Based on the sociological, psychological
and economics literature, this article reviews and synthesizes the existing definitions of
the three terms in the current research. A qualitative content analysis and the Rubicon
model [Heckhausen, H., and Gollwitzer, P.M. (1987), ‘Thought Contents and Cognitive
Functioning in Motivational Versus Volitional States of Mind’, Motivation and
Emotion, 1, 101 – 120.] are used as a theoretical base to structure the findings. The
paper creates a criteria-based definition and differentiation of terms and then develops a
typology of four different types of expatriates: assigned expatriates, inter-self-initiated
expatriates, intra-self-initiated expatriates and drawn expatriates. Implications for
management as well as for future research are outlined.
Keywords: assigned expatriate; drawn expatriate; expatriate typology; migrant;
qualitative content analysis; self-initiated expatriate
Introduction
International mobility has seen a substantial increase in interest through recent academic
work. The literature on international human resource management indicates a growing
array of different forms of international work experiences (Briscoe, Schuler and Claus
2009; Selmer and Lauring 2011b). However, the criteria for demarcation of these
different forms are often unclear (Baruch, Dickmann, Altman and Bournois 2013;
Doherty 2013) which leads to an unfortunate lack of comparability of research and a
potential confusion for readers. In particular, the terms ‘self-initiated expatriation’ (SIE),
‘assigned expatriation’ (AE) and ‘migration’ seem to be overlapping and are often
applied interchangeably in current expatriation research.
Several authors agree on the difference between the terms ‘assigned expatriate’,
denoting an employee who is sent abroad by his/her1 company, usually receiving an
expatriate contract and the ‘self-initiated expatriate’, meaning an individual who
undertakes his international work experience with little or no organizational sponsorship,
often with a less favorable local work contract (Suutari and Brewster 2000; Peltokorpi
and Froese 2009; Biemann and Andresen 2010). However, confusion exists on how to
deal with company-sponsored expatriates who initiated the move abroad themselves with
many researchers simply treating these as AEs (Sparrow, Brewster and Harris 2004).
While this may capture the effects of the support these individuals gain from their
organizations, it is not likely to be nuanced enough in areas such as motivations to work
abroad (Doherty, Dickmann and Mills 2011). Below, we argue the point and provide
criteria on how to further differentiate SIEs into intra-organizational SIEs (Intra-SIEs)
remaining in their employing organization and inter-organizational SIEs (Inter-SIEs)
changing their employers (Andresen, Bergdolt and Margenfeld 2012).
Moreover, the difference between the terms AE, SIE and migrant seems to be less
evident (Al Ariss 2010). In general, international migration can be defined as physical
movement from one geographic point to another (Agozino 2000), crossing national
borders (Boyle, Halfacree and Robinson 1998). The UN specifies a migrant as ‘any
person who changes his or her country of usual residence’ (United Nations 1998, p. 17),
with the ‘country of usual residence’ representing the place where the person has the
center of his life (United Nations 1998). To date, there are only a few articles in the
expatriation literature that demarcate the terms AE, SIE and migrant (Briscoe et al. 2009;
Al Ariss 2010; Baruch, Dickmann, Altman and Bournois 2010). Unfortunately, these are
not sufficiently based on a systematic literature analysis and are often highly prescriptive.
Therefore, there is a need to uniquely demarcate the terms AE, SIE and migrant by
systematically reviewing existing definitions of an AE, SIE and migrant in current
research literature, by examining regularities and differences in the application of the
three terms and by developing a criteria-based definition and differentiation of them. The
Rubicon model of action phases (following Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987;
Heckhausen and Heckhausen 2010) is used afterwards as a theoretical framework to
structure the findings. This will contribute to both research and practice. In research, the
demarcation contributes to more clarity in research design as well as to a more precise
interpretation and better integration of research results in the future. Moreover, with
respect to career management in practice, a clearer demarcation of the different groups of
internationally mobile employees, i.e. AEs, Intra- and Inter-SIEs, allows for the
development of differentiated corporate HR policies and practices.
This article is organized as follows: first, the literature to demarcate SIEs, AEs and
migrants is briefly summarized. Second, a description of the methodologies applied to
come to a differentiation of the terms AE, SIE and migrant is provided. Third, the final
results of the analysis are presented and discussed. Finally, this article closes with
theoretical as well as practical implications of the results and provides suggestions for
further research.
Current attempts to demarcate SIEs, AEs and migrants
A few attempts to demarcate the terms SIE, AE and migrant can be found that differ
vastly with respect to the criteria chosen and the results. Baruch et al. (2013) distinguish
different modes of international work experiences along seven dimensions (time spent,
intensity of international contacts, breadth of interaction, legal context, international
work instigator, extent of cultural gap and specific position). According to the authors,
the time spent abroad is longer for SIEs than for AEs. Furthermore, SIEs in contrast to
AEs are not sponsored by an organization and are less likely to gain objective career
benefits from their expatriation. In addition, Baruch et al. (2010) distinguish expatriates
from migrants in terms of rights to permanent residency, meaning that an expatriate
might become a migrant when gaining citizenship or permanent visa status.
Al Ariss (2010) differentiates the terms SIE and migrant along four main criteria:
geographical origin and destination of the internationally mobile, the forced/chosen
nature of the movement, the period of stay abroad and the positive or negative
connotations of the terms. First, Al Ariss assumes that migrants, in contrast to SIEs,
might often move from less-developed countries to developed countries. Second,
migrants and not SIEs might be rather forced to leave their home country, e.g. because of
unemployment. Third, SIEs might be more transient in their movement abroad than
migrants who may eventually become permanent migrant workers when deciding to stay
in the new country. Last, the term migrant might be referred to in more negative terms
(e.g. denoting inferiority) than the term SIE (Al Ariss 2010). In contrast to this
dissociation of terms, recent literature on migration indicates the existence of migrant
subgroups, for instance, described as ‘qualified migrants’ (Zikic, Bonache and Cerdin
2010) or ‘transnational knowledge workers’ (Colic-Peisker 2010), neither including
individuals who are forced to move nor individuals who are staying permanently in the
host country.
Finally, Briscoe et al. (2009) distinguish between 20 different terms of international
work experiences, defining SIEs as ‘individuals who travel abroad (usually as tourists or
students) but who seek work as they travel and are hired in the foreign location, often by
firms from their home country’ (Briscoe et al. 2009, p. 169). In contrast, migrants are
described as employees who are hired to work in a foreign subsidiary or in the parent
company and whose citizenship is in another country (Briscoe et al. 2009).
As the numerous criteria chosen in the above-mentioned articles have not been
systematically derived from the literature and the demarcations are not thoroughly
documented with sources and empirical evidence, the criteria as well as the results might
not be exhaustive and their accuracy needs to be verified. This research gap is the starting
point for our literature analysis as described below. We will compile the literature and
explore the key definitions and use of the terms. One of the key goals of this paper is to
clarify the distinctions, draw up clear definitions and develop a framework of different
types of self-initiated and assigned expatriates. These steps have numerous managerial
and theoretical implications.
Methodology
Database
In order to demarcate the terms AE, SIE and migrant, a sample of articles defining one or
several of the different groups of internationally mobile employees was identified using
an adapted version of the approach developed by David and Han (2004). For the
identification of a relevant sample of studies, the following criteria were used.
1. The data used for the analysis were taken from theoretical and empirical studies in
the field of expatriation and migration published in peer-reviewed scholarly
journals only. The elimination of book chapters or unpublished works for example
served to enhance quality control.
2. The articles were retrieved from the EBSCO Host, PsychINFO and Social
Sciences Citation Index databases. In order to ensure that recent strands of
research on the topic of expatriation and migration were covered, the review
focused on articles published in the years 2005 to 2010. However, as the field of
research on SIEs is still emerging and the number of definitions available for the
term ‘self-initiated expatriate’ falls substantially below the number of definitions
available for the terms ‘expatriate’ and ‘migrant’, the selection of English-
language peer-reviewed journal articles was expanded to cover the period from
1997, when the first article about self-initiated expatriates was published, to 2011.
3. In order to ensure quality, only journals were taken into consideration with a high-
accumulated impact factor from 2005 to 2010 of the respective journals using the
ISI-index. For SIE, non-listed journals were included due to the limitations in
published research mentioned above.
4. Substantive relevance was ensured by requiring that selected articles contain at
least one primary keyword in their title or abstract, i.e. ‘expatriate’ or ‘migrant’.
This meant that it was highly likely that the selected articles contained a definition
of at least one of the groups.
5. Quantity was managed by exclusively selecting articles published in journals that
included multiple articles about expatriation or migration and by purposely
selecting journals that have the highest number of hits in a full-text search using
the search terms ‘expatriate’ and ‘migrant’. We deviated from this fifth criterion
with respect to articles about SIE to also include journals in which only one article
has been published and also those with a low number of hits.
Due to the extensive usage of the terms ‘expatriate’ and ‘migrant’ in the literature, the
analysis was narrowed down to 10 peer-reviewed journals: five business (HRM) and
psychological journals (serving as a basis for the definitions of ‘expatriate’) and five
sociological journals (serving as a basis for the definitions of ‘migrant’).
Tables 1 – 3 show the number of articles and definitions returned using this
methodology with a final sample size of 136 articles. The tables show that these sample
articles contain, overall, 246 definitions of the terms ‘expatriate’ (74), ‘self-initiated
expatriate’ (88) and ‘migrant’ (84). Not all articles contained a proper definition of all
terms and some articles included more than one definition.
Data analysis
We used content analysis (Mayring 2000) in order to analyze and compare the available
definitions of the terms AE, SIE and migrant. Qualitative content analysis serves to
systematically gather and evaluate qualitative data and is defined as an empirical analysis
of texts within their context (Mayring 2000). The identified meaning units (i.e.
definitions of the three terms in journal papers) have been coded verbatim using
statistical software (SPSS) while disjointing them in meaningful clauses. The clauses
were assigned to 15 categories which were deduced from an evaluation of definitions
found in standard business and sociological textbooks as well, as induced from the data.
According to
Table 1. Impact factors and number of hits in the databases for the term ‘expatriate’.
Accumulated number
of hits for the search
term ‘expatriate’ in the ISI impact Number of Number of
chosen data bases factor 2005 – relevant relevant
(full-text search) 2010 articles definitions
International Journal of HRM 280 1.61 51 74
Journal of World Business 64 2.82 10
Human Resource Management 62 1.83 7
Career Development International 33 1.31 3
(not listed in
the years
2005 – 2009)
Journal of Applied Psychology 24 6.73 3
Table 2. Impact factors and number of hits in the databases for the term ‘migrant’.
Accumulated number
of hits for the search
term ‘migrant’ in the ISI impact Number of Number of
chosen data bases factor 2005 – relevant relevant
(full-text search) 2010 articles definitions
Journal of Ethnic and 254 1.42 7 84
Migration Studies
Ethnic and Racial Studies 173 1.92 16
Social Science & Medicine 163 3.48 6
Global Networks – A Journal 88 2.02 23
of Transnational Affairs
International Migration Review 64 2.15 35
Table 3. Impact factors of the papers relevant for the definition of the term ‘self-initiated
expatriate’.
Number of Number of
ISI impact factor relevant relevant
2005 – 2010 (average) articles definitions
International Journal of HRM 1.61 21 88
Career Development International 1.31 (not listed in 15
the years 2005 – 2009)
Journal of Managerial Psychology 2.15 (not listed in 6
the years 2005 – 2007)
Cross Cultural Management Not listed 6
Journal of World Business 2.82 5
Canadian Social Science Not listed 5
Thunderbird International Business Review Not listed 4
Employee Relations Not listed 4
Human Resource Management 1.83 3
International Studies of Management Not listed 3
& Organization
Management Review Not listed 2
Journal of Business Ethics 1.60 2
Academy of Management Journal 10.78 2
Journal of Organizational Behavior 4.41 1
Ethnic and Racial Studies 1.92 1
Personnel Review 1.17 1
International Journal of Organizational Not listed 1
Analysis
International Journal of Cross Cultural Not listed 1
Management
International Journal of Business and Not listed 1
Management
Public Policy and Administration Not listed 1
University of Auckland Business Review Not listed 1
Industrial and Commercial Training Not listed 1
European Management Review Not listed 1
Krippendorff (1980), a category consists of several pieces of content that share a
commonality. By using frequency analysis, the categories have been evaluated according
to the most frequently emerging characteristics.
In a second step, the results of the frequency analysis were refined by a further
systematic analysis of the whole content of the database described above in order to
develop powerful and distinct criteria out of the identified categories. The results section
explicates how this enabled us to clearly distinguish between the three terms.
Results
The final criteria list has been divided into four different aspects (see Table 4): individual
level (criteria concerning the expatriate/migrant himself, e.g. initiative to go abroad),
organizational level (criteria concerning the organization, e.g. decision of employment),
political/legal level (criteria concerning state or political and legal facilities, e.g. visa
status) and finally, criteria with respect to mobility in general (e.g. destination country).
Results of the qualitative content analysis indicate first that there is no consistency in
the literature regarding how each of the three individual terms is defined. Taking the term
migrant as an example, there are definitions that indicate migrants stay permanently in
the immigration country (Massey and Bartley 2006), whereas Wiles (2008), for example,
states that the term migrant is associated with temporary dwelling of the individual in a
foreign country. Second, Table 4 clearly shows that several criteria for demarcation of
the terms AE, SIE and migrant are available.
Whereas the length of stay of SIEs in the host country is considered to be not
predetermined (Suutari and Brewster 2000), AEs are often expected to stay for a
previously predetermined time frame (Peltokorpi and Froese 2009). This also explains
why some authors provide a minimum and maximum duration when defining the term
AE (e.g. Collings, Scullion and Morley 2007). This does not apply for the other two
groups. In addition, in most cases SIEs are not expected to repatriate (Crowley-Henry
2007), while AEs are likely to repatriate to their home country (Huang, Chi and Lawler
2005).
Regarding the ‘initiative’ criterion, the term SIE is indicative of a more active
individual who chooses to leave (Harrison, Shaffer and Bhaskar-Shrinivas 2004) and
initiates the expatriation himself (Myers and Pringle 2005), whereas for AEs the transfer
is often initiated by the company (Peltokorpi and Froese 2009). Differences concerning
initiative are also reflected by the ‘motive’ criterion for expatriation. While SIEs seem to
expatriate due to personal motives such as self-development, AEs primarily leave in
order to accomplish a job- or organizational-related goal (Peltokorpi 2008). Hence, AEs
get support from their organizations (Meyskens, von Glinow, Werther and Clarke 2009)
such as training prior to the departure (Howe-Walsh and Schyns 2010), whereas SIEs are
not sponsored by a company (Carr, Inkson and Thorn 2005). Therefore, self-initiated
expatriation rather often, but not always, implies a movement across different
organizations (Inkson, Arthur, Pringle and Barry 1997). Contrary to that, assigned
expatriates move within the boundaries of one organization (Baruch and Altman 2002).
Following this line of thought, definitions of the term AE often refer to employees
(Caligiuri 2000) or managers (Tharenou and Harvey 2006), whereas SIEs describe
individuals who seek employment (e.g. Carr et al. 2005), implying an independent
movement. Consequently, AEs regard their foreign assignment as part of their
organizational career (Siljanen and La¨msa¨ 2009) unlike SIEs who often follow an
individualized career path (Carr et al. 2005).
For migrants, in contrast to AEs and SIEs, the movement across national borders
rather than organizational boundaries is the primary focus (Milewski and Hamel 2010).
The main motives for migration are settlement in the new country (Waldinger 2008) and
improvement of individual economic conditions (Tharmaseelan, Inkson and Carr 2010).
The literature on migrants also acknowledges that there are several consequences for the
Table 4. Criteria list for the demarcation of the terms migrant, assigned expatriate and self-initiated expatriate.
Distinct for Implications
Criteria demarcation SIE (N = 88) AE (N = 74) Migrant (N = 84)
Individual level
Duration Ambiguous Long-term, temporary to permanent, Long-term, temporary to permanent, Long-term, temporary
rather not predetermined rather predetermined period 17,29,38,54,56, to permanent, repeated
2,7,11,37,54,68,73,76,113,114,119,132 73,79,80,84,85,89,91,104,107,115,117,121,123,126,128 periods2,28,65,69,82,87,96,
105,109,129,131
Initiative (5) Distinct Individually initiated Organizationally 17,18,33,34,38,64,66,73,80,84,85, Individually initiated7,67
2,3,7,9,13,23,35 – 37,43,55,58,60,73,76,84,85, 89,91,93,99,104,111,115,121,128 or politically initiated4,40
100,102,104,110,113,119,132
Motives Ambiguous Personal and professional motives with
a dominance of personal goals 9,13,35 – 37,
43,44,54,55,59,60,76,84,85,102 – 104,107,114,119
or individually and organizationally
initiated 52,119
Personal and professional motives with a Different reasons, rather
dominance of organization-related goals economic or political5,8,
10,18,20,23,33,34,38,64,66,80,84,85,99,104,107,111, 28,31,46,50,55,62,69,71,82,88,
115,123,127 105,116,124,125,131
Repatriation Ambiguous Either intention to repatriate or Rather intention to repatriate, repatriation Either intention to
not 2,13,55,119 agreement 14,25,49,56,63,66,73 repatriate or not2,5,19,48,86
Emotional attachment to Ambiguous Home and/or host country 12 Home and/or host country16 Home and/or host
home/host country country8,48,105
Relocation of family Ambiguous Either relocation of family or not
29,34,41,49,63,73,108
Consequences for Ambiguous In tendency social ties
individual in several countries
105,120,125
Organizational level
Executing work abroad (3) Distinct Employed individuals 1,6,9,13,16,20,23,32, Employed individuals 10,17,18,20,27,33,34,49,54, Individuals, occupation
35,43,55,57,72,73,102 – 104,113,114,132 63,66,79,80,99,104,111,115,126 – 128 not mandatorily
necessary40,70,81,90,106,130
Legality of employment (4) Distinct for Legal, mostly dependent employment13,43; Legal, mostly dependent employment 84; Working106
illegal workers sometimes independent work activities sometimes independent work activities or not working; legal or
illegal work
(Continued)
Table 4 – continued
Distinct for Implications
Criteria demarcation SIE (N = 88) AE (N = 74) Migrant (N = 84)
Organizational support Ambiguous No or little support from employer4,9,13,36, High support from home and host Depends, all scenarios
43,44,55,61,72,77,84,85,92,94,95,100 – 103,110,112 organization20,54,73,84,85,104 possible130
Career Ambiguous Self-managed career1,6,13,85,101 – 104,110 Organizational career73,84,104 Not necessarily career
related32
Contract partner (6) Distinct New work contract partner12,13,32,35, Current work contract partner97 Not mandatorily
43,55,84,85,93,102,103,110 necessary, all scenarios
possible130
Political/legal level
Citizenship Ambiguous Maybe or not4 Not aspired, but might change May be citizen or not
abroad21,45 15,22,26,28,42,51,69,70,74,75,
81,118
Visa status Ambiguous Yes, work permit; status depends on Yes, work permit; status depends
immigration policies4 on immigration policies83
Assessment (taxation) Ambiguous Rather in host country (local contract)39 Rather in home country (expatriate
contract)21,39,83
Movement in general
Internal versus external Distinct Crossing national and organizational Crossing national but not
organizational mobility (7) boundaries2,3,6,7,9,13,23,32,37,43,55,57,60,76, organizational boundaries20,29,
77,84,85,100,104,113,119 53,104,107,115
Origin Ambiguous Starting from a company17,20,27,53,
54,80,85,89,104,107,117
Destination Ambiguous Going to foreign country2,7,9,13,32,37,43, Going to foreign subsidiary10,17,18,20,29,
54,55,76,85,92,93,100 – 103,113,114,119 33,34,38,53,56,66,73,79,80,84,85,89,91,93,99,
104,107,111,115,123,127
Either visa or not28,40,48,
69,82,88,122
Rather in host country
(local contract) or no
taxes (no contract)98
Crossing national
boundaries2,8,19,24,26,28,
30,31,46,47,55,62,74,78,96,105,
109,125,131
Starting from a by
tendency developing
country3,2,8,28,68,124,131
Going to foreign country
2,5,8,28,46,82,87,96,116
Notes: The superscript numbers refer to the numbered references; the numbers in parentheses refer to the distinct criteria depicted in Figure 1.
individual that result from the geographical relocation, such as relationships that span
across borders (Glick-Schiller 2003). This circumstance is not considered in the
definitions of expatriates. Furthermore, migrants are characterized by political and legal
characteristics such as country of birth (Massey and Bartley 2006) and country of
residence (Parren˜as 2010) as well as visa status (Preibisch 2010). Strikingly, the
organization-related criteria from the expatriate literature, for instance, organizational
support, do not appear in the migration literature. Hence, the concept of expatriation is
tailored to the organizational context of working abroad, whereas the concept of
migration is tailored to the general context of crossing geographical borders.
Below, we build on the qualitative content analysis to outline the differentiated
definitions of the terms migrant, assigned expatriate and self-initiated expatriate. We
applied only criteria which the literature has identified as clear-cut and unambiguous
(distinct). A criterion was classified as distinct if it distinguishes at least two of the three
groups. In Table 4 an overview is given in Column 2, outlining which criteria are suitable
for such a demarcation (‘distinct’) and which criteria are not precise enough
(‘ambiguous’). By this means we found five distinct criteria which were further
underpinned by theoretical models such as the Rubicon model of action phases
(Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987). Due to the fact that the analyzed literature did not
generate any distinct criteria for the differentiation between migrants and non-migrants,
two further distinct criteria have been derived from already existing official definitions
(e.g. United Nations (1998) and OECD model tax convention (2012) outlined below).
The following discussion is solely built on these seven distinct criteria (see also Figure
1).
Distinguishing migrants from non-migrants
Figure 1 depicts the various considerations to distinguish migrants from non-migrants,
migrants from expatriates and in turn, SIEs from AEs.
Figure 1. Decision tree.
The following Arabic numerals relate directly to the seven criteria indicated in Figure
1. The first two criteria to distinguish migrants from non-migrants are (1) geographical
relocation across national borders and (2) change in dominant place of residence. A
person is considered as a migrant if he moves from one geographical point to another
geographical point (Agozino 2000), crossing national borders (Boyle et al. 1998) and
changes his dominant place of residence which is the center of a person’s life (United
Nations 1998). Both criteria (1 and 2) must be considered to distinguish between
migrants and non-migrants. According to the OECD model tax convention (Art. 4(2)),
the dominant place of residence can be defined in a four-step process called the ‘tie-
breaker rule’ (Stuart 2010). If the first criterion does not result in a plain demarcation of a
person’s dominant place of residence, the next criterion has to be considered. If the
second criterion does not lead to a clear result, the third or fourth criterion should be
used. First, an individual’s center of life is usually (I) where the person’s family
(domestic partner or spouse, children) live. If this does not lead to a clear result then (II)
the person’s economic interests are considered (e.g. administration of property). Then,
(III) the person’s habitual abode is of interest, which is usually assumed to be where the
person spends more than 183 days of the year. The last criterion is (IV) the person’s
nationality (e.g. as indicated in the passport) (Stuart 2010).
Classifying migrants and expatriates
In addition to the two criteria demarcating migrants from non-migrants, two further
criteria serve to identify expatriates as a subgroup of migrants. Both criteria (3 and 4) are
necessary to clearly demarcate the two terms. The third criterion is (3) ‘executing work
abroad’ (see Table 4 and Figure 1). First, a person can only be named AE or SIE if the
person executes his work abroad. Therefore, individuals who move to a foreign country,
i.e. crossing national borders and changing their dominant place of residence without
taking up work (such as dependents of expatriates, under-age children, non-working
partners or non-employed foreign students) can be categorized as migrants, but not as
expatriates. The fourth criterion to demarcate between migrant and expatriate is (4)
‘legality of employment’ (see Table 4 and Figure 1). All the evaluated literature indicated
that to be considered as an expatriate a person must have legal employment (e.g. Suutari
and Brewster 2000; Biemann and Andresen 2010; Doherty et al. 2011). Hence, pursuing
independent, legal work (e.g. as self-employed and/or owners of organizations) also
qualifies individuals as expatriates (see Inkson et al. 1997; Stone and Stubbs 2007).
However, individuals working illegally in a foreign country are excluded from the
expatriate category.
Summing up, our analysis of the literature shows that the term migrant is an umbrella
term for all expatriates but that some migrants – those who do not work or who are
illegally working – are not expatriates (Figure 1). Previous research, however, claimed
that migrants and expatriates are two exclusive groups (Al Ariss 2010; Baruch et al.
2010).
Distinguishing SIEs from AEs
Three additional criteria, (5) ‘initiator of key binding activity’ (whether the initiative
comes from the individual or the organization), (6) ‘change of work contract partner’ and
(7) ‘internal versus external organizational mobility’ sufficiently differentiate between
the terms AE and SIE. It is important to mention that these three criteria are necessary to
distinguish AEs from SIEs.
When defining initiation in terms of a general, non-binding articulated interest in a
foreign work experience, both types of expatriation can be individually and
organizationally initiated (Harris and Brewster 1999; Thorn 2009). In the following, we
focus on the initiation of a key binding activity. Since work-related stays abroad can be
regarded as goal-oriented behavior (Spieß and Wittmann 1999), the Rubicon model of
action phases (see Figure 2; Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987; Gollwitzer 1991;
Heckhausen and Heckhausen 2010) helps to explain the difference between assigned
expatriates and self-initiated expatriates in terms of the criterion ‘initiator of key binding
activity’ (see Figure 1).
The model starts with the pre-decisional or deliberating phase, where alternatives are
evaluated, preferences are built and motivation is formed. This means a person has a
diffuse idea to work abroad and evaluates options such as assigned or SIE.
This process leads to what Heckhausen (1989) describes metaphorically as the
crossing of the Rubicon, i.e. the development of a goal intention. This means that an
employee develops the concrete intention to go abroad as, for example, a self-initiated
expatriate, i.e. to apply for a job abroad on his own. The final decision is influenced by
valence and expectancy parameters (Vroom 1964). Since both AEs and SIEs decide for
themselves to work in a foreign country (i.e. build their own goal intention), they do not
differ at this point of the model.
The post-decisional phase can be subdivided into a pre-actional, an actional and a
post-actional phase.
Figure 2. Rubicon model of action phases (following Heckhausen and Gollwitzer 1987;
Heckhausen and Heckhausen 2010).
In the pre-actional or planning phase, a definitive action plan is formed and
intermediate goals are developed. In the case of a person who decides to go abroad as an
SIE, intermediate goals would include the search for international job offers and the
preparation of a palpable job application. A person who is eager to be assigned abroad
might mention his interest to his superior. It is important to mention that no concrete
action in terms of applying for a job abroad, in the case of SIEs, is taken at this point of
the model; the planning is still without any engagement. This phase solely contains the
planning of further action steps that might finally be realized in the action phase.
Moreover, individuals protect the chosen intention (e.g. going abroad as SIE) from
competing intentions.
In the following action phase, differences between AEs and SIEs become apparent. In
the case of AE, an employee receives a formalized job offer for a position in a foreign
subsidiary by his current work contract partner. The employee needs to check and accept
or reject this offer. Thus, the first key binding activity is taken by the organization, i.e.
the current work contract partner. In the case of SIE, by contrast, the employee himself
applies for a foreign job. Thus, the first key binding activity is taken by the individual.
The new work contract partner abroad, either in the same organization (Intra-SIEs) or in
a new organization (Inter-SIEs), checks the application and acts on it. Both alternatives
lead to a realization of the goal intention, i.e. the conclusion of a contract, followed by
the management and implementation of the specific assignment (mainly) by the current
work contract partner. Since SIEs might face more obstacles in the action phase than
assigned expatriates (e.g. in terms of financial challenges, resulting in negative emotions
such as fear or uncertainty), these individuals need a stronger volition, such as self-
regulation strategies and discipline, in order to reach their goal to work in a foreign
country (Doherty and Dickmann 2013).
Finally, the post-actional phase is when an action is completed. Outcomes of actions,
e.g. in terms of career progress while working abroad and/or after repatriation to the
home country, are evaluated by the individual. Success or failure judgments are often
accompanied by emotions; positive (e.g. pride) or negative (e.g. anger), reinforcing or
hampering similar action in the future (Weiner 1985).
The remaining two criteria, ‘change of work contract partner’ and ‘internal versus
external organizational mobility’, depend on who takes the final decision to employ the
expatriate abroad. For AEs this decision is usually taken in the home country. In contrast,
the final decision to employ SIEs is made by a new work contract partner, usually in the
host country. This new work contract partner is either the same organization (Intra-SIE) –
internal organizational mobility to a foreign subsidiary – or a new organization (Inter-
SIE).
Distinguishing migrants and expatriates from travellers
A person who moves to another geographical point and crosses borders without changing
his dominant place of residence (i.e. center of his life) is not considered to be a migrant
(see Figure 1). For instance, ‘International Business Travellers’ (IBTs) can be excluded
from the migrant category as IBTs frequently move between different countries without
changing their dominant place of residence, e.g. the family or partner remains in the
home country (Collings et al. 2007; Welch, Welch and Worm 2007). IBTs do not belong
to the category of expatriates in the narrower sense.
As the decision of employment is made by the home organization and the first
formalized action (offering an IBT a contract) is taken by the organization, an IBT
belongs to the category of assigned travellers. In addition, cross-border commuters
regularly move between different geographical points, crossing national borders, in order
to get to their place of employment without changing their place of dominant residence
(Knowles and Matthiesen 2009). Summing up, all international workers who are located
on the right side of the decision tree (see Figure 1) do not belong to the umbrella
category migrant or expatriate. We denominate these groups such as IBTs and
commuters as ‘travelers’.
Discussion: four types of AEs and SIEs
In the literature and research, several forms of expatriates are distinguished such as
assigned and self-initiated expatriates. However, the categorization described above is
limited to the distinctions made so far in the literature. Additional concepts may be
missing as they are either not (yet) operationalized in the literature or have not been
included in the sample of articles. One group to be mentioned that has received less
attention in research so far are self-employed expatriates who belong to the group of
SIEs. This limitation allows us to move beyond the normal ‘discourse’ on migration and
expatriation just as Bartlett and Ghoshal’s definition of a global, international or
transnational company is much more precise than the normal discourse in newspapers,
magazines and many academic articles (Bartlett and Ghoshal 1989).
Based on the analysis of existing definitions and demarcations of terms, research gaps
become obvious. Figure 3 provides a typology of four different types of international
employees: Inter-SIEs, Intra-SIEs, AEs and a new category named ‘drawn expatriates’
(DEs).
We have argued that, in the case of SIEs, the initiative always comes from the
individual and that the decision to employ an SIE is always made by a new work contract
partner. In contrast, an AE is initiated by the current organization that takes the first key
binding action by offering an employment contract for a temporary work assignment
abroad. This process tends to uphold the legal anchor to the current work contract partner
in the home country.
Figure 3. Typology of internationally mobile employees.
From this analysis, it becomes obvious that an additional group of mobile employees
needs to be distinguished: individuals who are offered a job from an organization outside
of their current country (6) (new work contract partner), e.g. based on their networks and/
or reputation, without having applied for the position in question. An example of a DE
could be a top executive being approached by a prospective employer who outlines a job
offer. The person in question would clearly be mobile between organizations (7)
(external organizational mobility) and change country and work contract partner. Both
criteria (6 and 7) are necessary to differentiate DEs from the other three forms of
international mobile employees. Moreover, considering the Heckhausen model of action
phases (see Figure 2), the initiative in terms of a first key binding action is taken by the
new organization offering an employment contract. Hence, in contrast to AEs, the final
decision to employ the expatriate is made by a new work contract partner in a foreign
country. It is obvious that research on DEs is hitherto underdeveloped.
Conclusions
Overall, our research identified that seven demarcation criteria are sufficient for plain
differentiation between the terms AE, DE, SIE and migrant, while the other discussed
criteria found in the literature do not provide a satisfactory distinction (e.g. organizational
support):
(1) Move from one geographical point to another via crossing national borders (yes/
no)
(2) Change of dominant place of residence which is the center of a person’s life (yes/
no)
(3) Execution of work in the form of dependent or independent employment (yes/no)
(4) Legality of employment (legal vs illegal)
(5) Initiator of key binding activity in job search (organization vs individual)
(6) Work contract partner (current vs new)
(7) Organizational mobility (internal vs external)
Based on these criteria, the terms AE and SIE are defined as follows:
An expatriate is an individual who moves to another country while changing the
dominant place of residence and executes legal work abroad. As such, the expatriate
has migrant status.
In the case of SIEs, the first key binding activity to move internationally is solely
made by the individual who initiates the expatriation. The legal decision of
employment is made by a new work contract partner – either a foreign unit of the
organization where the SIE is currently employed (Intra-SIEs) or a new organization
abroad (Inter-SIEs).
In the case of AEs, the first key binding activity to expatriate is taken by the
organization and the legal decision of employment is made by the current work
contract partner, usually in the home country. Organizational mobility of AEs is
internal.
In the rare case of DEs, the host country organization (new work contract partner)
approaches the individual and offers a legal employment contract leading to external
organizational mobility.
Our findings have crucial theoretical and operational implications for future
expatriation research. First, our distinction allows the creation of a much more precise
and nuanced categorization of internationally mobile persons. It helps to distinguish
whether individuals are migrants or not and clearly demonstrates that all expatriates are
included in the group of migrants. In so doing we have been able to challenge currently
available models on the demarcation of the terms SIE, AE and migrant (Al Ariss 2010;
Baruch et al. 2013).
Second and related, our definition allows an easier categorization and measurement
than was possible before. For instance, Al Ariss (2010) uses criteria such as geographical
origin and destination of the international mobility, the period of stay abroad and the
forced or chosen nature of the international move to distinguish migration from
expatriation. Many of these or other criteria, such as the mindset of people whether they
want to return to their country-of-origin, are open to different interpretation and the
setting of different thresholds (e.g. are people who have been employed in a foreign
country for 10 years expatriates or migrants in their frameworks?). Using clear
distinctions, such as the ‘tie-breaker rule’ (Stuart 2010) outlined above, to distinguish
migrants from non-migrants and the criteria of legal employment to distinguish
expatriates from non-expatriates (‘mere’ migrants) allows easier and high-quality
categorizations.
Suutari and Brewster (2000) were one of the first who recognized that SIEs ‘are not a
homogeneous group’ (p. 430). A third contribution of this article is that by using our
refined insights regarding initiative, researchers are able to more clearly define if their
sample consists of AEs or SIEs. We distinguish between Intra-SIEs and Inter-SIEs. This
distinction is relatively neglected in research design so far with the consequence that
often all company-sponsored expatriates are treated as AEs while they might be Intra-
SIEs (e.g. Dickmann, Doherty, Mills and Brewster 2008). Given the differences that
begin to emerge in relation to the motivations and career impact of AEs versus SIEs
(Doherty et al. 2011), distinguishing clearly between the two forms will be crucial for
future research. Bearing this important distinction in mind could serve to explain existing
heterogeneous results on expatriates and to facilitate interpretation of future research
results.
A fourth contribution is the identification of a neglected category of expatriates. DEs
– e.g. board members of global firms who are offered jobs based on their networks and
track-record/reputation rather than having to apply for specific positions – have not, to
our knowledge, been identified or researched in the literature. In addition, we lack
research insights on difficult-to-access populations such as Inter-SIEs pursuing
independent work – e.g. foreign entrepreneurs.
These insights, especially if these were to be taken up by researchers, can give rise to
a range of management contributions. In their studies, using a self-reported measure of
whether expatriates see themselves as self-initiated or assigned, Biemann and Andresen
(2010) as well as Doherty et al. (2011) outline distinct motivators and career patterns of
SIEs and AEs. Future research that makes a clear distinction between these types of
expatriates may not only be a better basis to integrate the findings, but it may also give
better insights for organizations developing HR policies aimed at foreign workers. For
instance, corporate branding strategies, recruitment targets, selection criteria and on-
boarding activities may be geared to the different populations (Howe-Walsh and Schyns
2010; Andresen and Biemann 2013; Doherty and Dickmann 2013). Dickmann and
Baruch (2011) argue that superior information on SIEs will allow companies to develop
more sophisticated and targeted talent, performance, career and retention management.
Given that our distinctions should enable more nuanced research findings, further
managerial contributions should emerge.
Limitations of the study
Some limitations restrict the validity of our research results. First, the database for AEs
and migrants was constrained to 10 sociological, business and psychological journals,
considering all publications in the period from 2005 to 2010. Especially, the term
migrant has a long tradition in the sociological field of research (Millar and Salt 2007),
so our database does not include older definitions of the term migrant and other forms of
scientific publications such as monographs. However, the primary goal of this study was
to outline the current state of research concerning the definition of the terms AE, SIE and
migrant. A second limitation is caused by the fact that many definitions did not contain
all of the defined demarcation criteria, resulting in a high level of missing values and low
frequencies of characteristics. Still, this is also a result, eventually revealing that a special
criterion (e.g. visa status) is not important to define the term (e.g. SIE or AE).
A further limitation may be our choice of using clear-cut and often legal categories to
distinguish the different forms of living abroad (migration) and working abroad (SIEs,
AEs or DEs). This does not take account of psychological processes and time
implications. Development over time is difficult to capture and there are still some thorny
questions to clarify. Imagine individuals who were self-initiated students on a degree
course abroad and during the study period took up an internship in a holding company
where another unit then offered them a job on completion of the degree without a formal
application being made. These transitions (first being a migrant, then a self-initiated
expatriate moving to be a DE) are difficult to capture but we believe that our framework
allows for greater clarity. It does mean, however, that individual careerists can change
their legal status. The psychological developments that these students (or any other
expatriates) go through and their career patterns working abroad are important to
research, but are not part of our categorization mechanism. The reasons are linked to the
parsimony of criteria and our strive to use clear, unambiguous categorization criteria.
Even though our categorization is likely to bring more clarity to the international
mobility area, we are aware that our expatriate types encompass many different workers.
AEs, DEs, Intra-SIEs and Inter-SIEs can pursue a large range of activities (university
professors, UN peacekeepers, agricultural laborers). More work may be undertaken to
refine these categories even further. We are aware that our framework might not be
exhaustive; meaning that in practice there might be other types of international mobility
which have not yet been identified. We perceive this framework to be a model that is
flexible enough for adaptation in the future. For instance, we have identified ‘DEs’ in the
research process and integrated them into the existing framework.
We also acknowledge a discourse limitation. Much of the popular literature seems to
distinguish migrants from expatriates while our definition stipulates that all expatriates
are migrants. This is akin to the Bartlett and Ghoshal (1989) typology of multinational
enterprises (MNEs) clearly defining global as highly standardized MNEs while popular
discourse uses global in the sense of firms operating in many countries. While it might be
hard to overcome the preconceptions of some readers, our definitions should add more
clarity and nuance to the understanding of non-migrants, migrants and within these AEs,
DEs, Intra-SIEs and Inter-SIEs.
Implications for further research
Future research should provide empirical proof for our demarcation model and test
whether the different subgroups can be plainly distinguished by the identified criteria.
Besides, future research could build on our study to try to find further differences
between AEs and SIEs. For instance, further research on the ‘motive’ criterion for going
abroad is necessary as most of the studies do not reveal major differences so far (Doherty
et al. 2011). An important area of research that could serve to sufficiently demarcate the
above-mentioned terms is the field of tax law, particularly whether the assessment takes
place in the home or host country (Endres, Spengel, Elschner and Schmidt 2005). So far
insufficient research has been conducted on this issue (Egner 2012).
Currently, many nations define the term migrant differently. Due to this
inconsistency, a person might have migrant status in one country but not in another (e.g.
the German definition of immigrants is based on nationality whereas in the Netherlands
immigrant status depends on the country of birth of the individual and his parents;
Euwals, Dagevos, Gijsberts and Roodenburg 2010). The criteria presented here could
serve as a basis for a classification of the different samples found in research studies, in
order to determine what kind of subgroups of international movers were included in the
migrant category and to better understand and interpret the results found.
Note
1. For ease of reading we will use only the male form in the text below.
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